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Abstract
While identity construction continues to be a widely discussed and researched area in 
contemporary social sciences, the existing theories have overlooked the importance of 
understanding why and how identities as semiotic constructions emerge in individuals’ 
consciousness in the flow of their everyday functioning. This article seeks to address this 
limitation in the theorizing by proposing an alternative conceptualization of identity, 
according to which identity construction is triggered by rupturing life-experience, which 
surfaces an other perspective and makes the person aware of a possibility to be 
otherwise or of the reality of being different. Theoretical claims put forward in the paper 
are drawn from data gathered in a recent study, which explored lived-through 
experiences of young Estonians, who made study-visits to the United Kingdom. The 
discussed data will also highlight some interesting aspects in Estonians’ self-definition as 
it is constructed in relation to Eastern-European identity in the context of contemporary 
Britain.
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1. Introduction
In recent decades identity has become a widely theorised and researched subject in 
social sciences. There is something about our time and place that motivates the 
continuing interest in people’s identity struggles, imaginatively described by Bauman 
(2001): 
“Not just the individuals are on the move but also the finishing lines of the tracks they 
run on and the running tracks themselves. ‘Disembeddment’ is now an experience which 
is likely to be repeated an unknown number of times in the course of individual life, 
since few or any ‘beds’ for ‘re-embedding’ look solid enough to sustain the stability of 
long occupation. […] There is no prospect of ‘final re-embeddment’ at the end road; 
being on the road has become the permanent way of life disembedded individuals” (p. 
125).
What Bauman captures here is the everyday experience of many post-modern people, 
characterised by repeated relocation from one cultural context to another, boost of 
inter-cultural contacts, efforts to make sense of the ever-increasing quantity of local and 
international news, unstable economic situation, frequent job-changes and the need for 
life-long learning and re-training. The resulting sense of “being lost within the labyrinth 
of impersonal spaces” (Iyer, 2000, p. 36) is, somewhat paradoxically, combined with a 
‘self-realization discourse’ (Brinkmann, 2008), which emphasizes the constant need for 
personal development and growth and encourages individuals to find their ‘true 
purpose’ in life. The struggles of post-modern people in creating a personal sense of 
sameness and continuity beyond all these disembedding experiences, seems to warrant 
the continuing interest in the topic of identity in contemporary social sciences. 
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In line with this extensive interest several theories of identity construction have been 
proposed over the years. These offer fruitful ideas about the mechanisms through which 
identities become constructed, maintained and altered. Social identity theory has 
focused on the context of inter-group contacts and made significant contributions to the 
field by exploring how people create and maintain their social identities by building up 
oppositions between social groups (e.g. Tajfel, 1978; Hogg & Terry, 2001). Role identity 
theory has offered stimulating ideas about people’s struggles in negotiating identities 
related to their different roles (e.g. Hogg, Terry, & White, 1995; Stets & Burke, 2000; 
Stryker & Burke, 2000; Howard, 2000). Social constructionist theories of identity have 
wittingly pointed to the need to explore the powerful collective discourses, which 
simultaneously afford and constrain individuals’ identity construction (e.g. Shi-xu, 2006; 
Shotter & Gergen, 1989).
The conceptualization of identity has increasingly moved from understanding identity as 
a fixed and relatively stable entity that people create based on their interactions with 
environment and thereafter carry with them from one context to another, to 
understanding identity as fluid, multiple, fragmented, dialogical, constantly re-
constructed and negotiated process. While this emphasis on the changing nature of 
identities and the ideas about identity negotiation, maintenance and alteration are 
highly valuable, less attention is paid to explaining why and how this need to constantly 
re-construct one's identity emerges in a person's normal flow of functioning. Why and 
how adult individuals for whom being a self is already a reality come to ask again and 
again questions about their identity? Instead of addressing these questions, existing 
identity research often sees identity as a pregiven phenomenon that inexplicably 
emerges and is thereafter constantly held in one's consciousness, and used to make 
sense of one's being. 
3
The current article seeks to address this limitation in theorizing by proposing an 
alternative conceptualization of identity, which links the process of identity construction 
to rupturing life-experiences. The proposed model thus moves away from the 
mainstream acculturation literature and ethnic identity research. Differently from 
Berry's (2009, 2005) influential four-fold model of acculturation, which examines 
different acculturation strategies and sees integration as a desired end-state of 
acculturation, the interest here lies in unravelling the process through which individuals 
negotiate and continuously re-create their sense of identity based on their lived-through 
experiences in diverse and multiple socio-cultural contexts (see also Chirkov, 2009; 
Rudmin, 2009; Waldram, 2009; Bhatia & Ram, 2009 for further critique of Berry's 
model). By focusing on the constantly re-creative nature of identity construction, the 
model also moves beyond Phinney's (1990; Phinney, Horenczyk, Liebkind, & Vedder, 
2001; Phinney & Ong, 2007) and her colleagues work on ethnic identity, which looks at 
identity formation as striving towards maturity and relative stability. The perspective 
advocated here is thus similar to Bhatia's (2007, 2002; Bhatia & Ram, 2001a, 2001b) 
view, according to which acculturation should be seen as “contested, negotiated and 
sometimes painful, rupturing experiences associated with 'living in between' cultures” 
(Bhatia & Ram, 2001b, p. 14).
2. Identity and sense-making
In the model proposed here identity construction is seen as part of ongoing process of 
human sense-making, through which individuals render their experiences of and in the 
world meaningful. Human sense-making is simultaneously enabled and constrained by 
collective meaning spaces, in which individuals participate (Valsiner, 2007; Wertsch, 
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2002; Rogoff, 1990). Following Valsiner’s (2001, 2008) ideas about sense-making, I 
suggest that in meaning-making a fuzzy category of self becomes constructed. In that 
category all those diverse meanings that are related to one's way of being are brought 
together and intertwined. Seeing oneself as belonging to a specific ethno-cultural group 
is part of that bricolage of images that signifies one's self. The functioning of this fuzzy, 
yet hierarchically organized category is regulated by a superordinate sign, which enables 
to see one's being in the world as more or less same and continuous across time and 
space.  Metaphorically speaking, the bricolage that becomes created is not completely 
random, but the process of adding, removing, changing and covering up images follows 
a pattern. This sense of sameness and continuity, that meaningfully connects all the 
heterogeneous and often contradictory experiences of one's being, by placing these in 
senseful relations to each other, is herein seen as sense of identity (Märtsin, 2010). 
The ongoing process of sense-making is constantly feed by unique experiences that the 
individuals live through.  In making sense of these ever new encounters with the world, 
subjective signs become distanced from the specific context of their emergence, placed 
in meaningful relation to other already existing signs and integrated into the existing 
semiotic architecture of the self in a generalized form (Abbey, 2007). Thus, the bricolage 
of self is always in the process of re-creation. Depending on the situation different facets 
of this constantly re-constructed image are brought to the forefront. Under ordinary 
circumstances this ongoing construction unfolds without a person's active and conscious 
involvement, much like the maintenance of our upright body posture is achieved 
through continuous correction of instantaneous imbalanced moments (Valsiner, 2001). 
Yet in this background of unawareness and automatic regulation there are occasions 
when questions of identity appear in one's consciousness and when this continuously re-
created sense of sameness and continuity becomes disrupted. These moments, when a 
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person’s normal flow of being breaks up and the need to consciously re-create a sense 
of sameness and continuity beyond the break appears, are in the focus of the proposed 
model. According to this model then, identity is not a pre-existing state in one's 
consciousness, but a semiotic construction that becomes created within and through an 
encounter with rupturing otherness, that makes the person aware of a possibility to be 
otherwise (Murakami & Middleton, 2006) or makes them face the reality of being 
different. 
3. A study of young Estonians in the UK
In order to show how this alternative conceptualization is evidenced in the data, the 
article will draw on a recent semi-longitudinal multiple-case study, which explored life-
experiences of eight young Estonians, who had moved to the United Kingdom for 
studying purposes (Märtsin, 2009). The youngest participant was 19 years old at the 
outset of the study, while the oldest participant, the only male in the group, was 31 
years old. Three participants were during the period of research undertaking post-
graduate studies, while the remaining five were studying for their undergraduate 
degrees. None of the young people had had any contacts with Britain or significant 
personal contacts with British people prior to their arrival to the country.
The young people were interviewed three times during a one year period: semi-
structured, face-to-face interviews were conducted in the beginning, in the middle and 
in the end of the study in the place and location that was most convenient for the 
participants. During the intervening months in-depth reflections about their lived-
through experiences were gathered via repeated emailed dairy-type questionnaires. The 
chosen study design enabled to see what experiences stood out as significant in 
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participants’ flow of living, how they made sense of these experiences, and how the 
dynamics of their sense-making changed over time. 
The data revealed participants’ sense-making in relation to different themes (e.g. as 
young adults re-building their lives in a new country, as learners in a new educational 
context). In the current article I will focus on one theme only, namely the creation of 
their ethno-cultural identity in relation to the contemporary British society. The 
emergence of this theme in young people's reflections was triggered by my interest in 
understanding how they constructed their identities as young Estonians in present-day 
Britain (see also below). Despite this prompting, three young women never took up the 
theme of ethno-cultural identity in their own reflections and appeared not to have any 
significant experiences related to that topic during the study period. The examples 
discussed below are representative of the issues raised by those young people who 
reflected upon the topic of ethno-cultural identity in their questionnaires. As will 
become clear, the issues raised by these study participant are also relevant from the 
point of view of understanding the inter-cultural relations in present-day Britain. 
However, my aim here is not to contribute specifically to that discourse. I do not intend 
to make generalizations about Estonians or immigrants in the UK. I will simply use the 
thematic field of ethno-cultural identity as an example to illustrate my theoretical ideas. 
Similarly, I will limit myself here to examples from two cases, which sufficiently 
represent the data about the topic of ethno-cultural identity as it emerged in this 
research, and importantly, allow me to support and illustrate the theoretical arguments 
discussed in this paper (Stake, 1995, 2005; Yin, 2003).   
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4. Between East and West: Being Estonian in post-Cold War Europe 
Before turning to the data about Estonian students’ identity construction in present-day 
Britain, let me take a small detour and briefly describe the main themes in 
contemporary Estonian identity discourse. This short discussion aims to place the data 
that follows into its wider social, cultural and historical context and should therefore 
enable the reader to better engage with the later analysis. 
Estonia is a small country in Northern Europe. Its neighbouring countries are Finland in 
the north, across the Gulf of Finland, Sweden in the west, across the Baltic Sea, Latvia in 
the south, and Russian Federation in the east. Estonian identity is constructed in 
dialogue with two relevant others: the Eastern/Russian and Western/European other. In 
those dialogues, the cultural traditions of ethnic Estonians, who have lived on Estonian 
soil for 5000 years, have always been central (Berg, 2002). These have differentiated 
ethnic Estonians from immigrants in the 19th century, during the period of Estonian 
nation building, when the distancing of Estonians from the 700 years of German rule 
was essential. Similarly, these ethno-cultural traditions were used in the 20th century, 
during the Soviet occupation, to create distance between the ethnic population and the 
Soviet other (Vetik, 2003; Vihalemm, 2004).
Yet it seems that the cultural heritage of ethnic Estonians has lost its centrality in the 
contemporary Estonian identity-making (Brüggemann, 2003; Lehti, 2005). In the current 
post-Cold War context the main dialogue partners have remained the same: Estonian 
identity construction is still concerned with re-establishing the European connections, 
and distancing the country from Soviet heritage. As an additional way of achieving this, 
Estonians are eager to refuse the common identity of Baltic countries, which is 
attributed to the three states positioned on the shores of the Baltic Sea. The term 
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Pribaltika or Baltic States, which refers to Estonia, Latvia and Lihtuania, is considered to 
have its origin in the geopolitical interests of the Russian Empire and the later USSR, and 
therefore vigorously contested (Brüggemann, 2003; Noreen & Sjöstedt, 2004).  
Nevertheless, the recent changes in the country’s international status, related to the 
withdrawal of Russian troops in 1994 and Estonian NATO and EU membership, has 
somewhat changed the Estonian identity discourse. In this new phase of the country’s 
development the perceived cultural threat of the Russian-speaking population in Estonia 
is not the main issue anymore. Instead, a new picture of Estonia as a successful, future-
oriented and economically growing knowledge-based society, which belongs to ‘new 
Europe’ together with the UK, Denmark and other new EU member-states, is being 
created (Joenniemi, 2005; Lehti, 2005) . The voice that emphasises the ethno-cultural 
aspect of Estonian identity seems to be pushed to the periphery of this new identity 
discourse. Yet, that voice is not completely silenced. Instead it is used to point out that 
the aspiration of becoming European is intertwined with a threat of losing Estonian-
ness. For example, Vihalemm and Keller (2001) state that “Estonians’ historical 
experience of cultural resistance is more likely to have created a ready basis for the 
acceptance of anything from the West than it has helped to construct a new type of 
identity to resist cultural levelling” (p. 83).  Kirch (2004) agrees, suggesting that the 
central feature of Estonian identity – the self-categorization related to language and 
ethnicity – will be replaced by general values of European-ness during the next 
generations. Thus, the issue of remaining Estonians while becoming Europeans1 is 
emerging as a new theme in the Estonian identity discourse. 
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5. Becoming Estonian in contemporary Britain
Let me now return to the study used in this article to make theoretical claims about the 
functioning of identity. This study, which among other things looked at the ways 
Estonian students create their ethno-cultural identity in relation to a new socio-cultural 
background, took place in the context of contemporary Britain. The 2004 extension of 
the EU, when Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovak 
Republic and Slovenia (also referred to as A8 countries), together with Cyprus and Malta 
joined the EU, has had a significant impact on British society and its labour market. The 
number of migrant workers has increased considerably from 1.9 million in 1997 to 3.7 
million in 2008, the main contributor to this growth being the increase in A8 
employment levels since 2004, when accession to the EU granted the citizens of A8 
nationals the right to work in the UK (Clancy, 2008; Ker & Kham, 2009). In 2008, 510 000 
individuals from A8 countries were employed in the UK, being concentrated mostly in 
sectors where low levels of training are required, such as manufacturing (27%) and in 
distribution, hotels and restaurants (22%) (ibid.). 
This conservative class-society, saturated with workers from Easter-European countries, 
was the context I discovered in 2005 when I first moved to the UK. I was bewildered by 
the fact that most British considered me to be Polish and Eastern-European. I struggled 
to make sense of these identities, which were imposed on me. In my mind these not 
only had a negative connotation, but were also wrong. Over time the initial surprise 
turned into annoyance, disappointment, and by now into acceptance and indifference. 
Yet, this experience of being mistaken for someone I did not think I was, encouraged me 
to see, whether other young Estonians faced similar struggles when living in the present-
day Britain. 
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In the following sections I will present some examples from the rich and person-specific 
data I collected through repeated contacts with my participants. I will discuss examples 
from two cases here, each of them revealing some aspect of the theoretical claims I 
want to make. 
5.1 Andres: Nordic, perhaps Scandinavian, but definitely not Eastern-European
The first case I want to discuss deals with the experiences of a young man, who I will call 
here Andres. During the study period Andres was completing his doctorate studies in 
social sciences. He had lived in the UK for three years when I first met him. 
The following quotations come from our first interview, which took place in London and 
was conducted in Estonian, tape-recorded and later transcribed verbatim. As part of the 
interview, I asked Andres to complete a self-description exercise, which I had designed 
for this study.  I used this task to facilitate the discussion about Andres’s self-
understandings. I gave him a sheet of A3 paper and asked him to write his name in the 
middle of the paper, then gave him 20 cards with different words written on them (e.g. 
Estonian, Nordic, Clever, Pretty) and asked him to place these cards on the paper in a 
way that these words, which described him well, would be placed closely around his 
name, and those words, which did not describe him well, would be placed far from his 
name. I was taking detailed notes of Andres’s actions during the exercise, and after he 
had completed the task I asked him to explain his choices, again taking notes of his 
behaviour while he was giving me his explanations. The first interview excerpt, 
translated to English from Estonian, comes from the beginning of the self-description 
exercise.
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A: I have quite strong Scandinavian identity [places the card ‘Scandinavian’ 
close to his name] I don’t have illusions in terms of beauty [places the card 
‘Pretty’ relatively far from his name]. It is not completely on the edge, but 
slightly farther away. [Picks up the card ‘Tradition following’]
MM: Tradition following?
A: Yes [places the card close to his name]. I think I am quite clever. [places the 
card ‘Clever’ close to his name and picks up the card ‘Nordic’]. Wait a 
moment… Well, okay… There is a small contradiction here… [takes again 
the card ‘Scandinavian’] Nordic, Scandinavian… I rather feel that Nordic is 
close to me. Scandinavia that is Sweden and Norway and Denmark, well… 
[pause 10 sec.] It is somewhere here [places the card ‘Nordic’ close to his 
name and moves ‘Scandinavian’ farther away from the name]. I’m rather 
conscious of… [looks at the paper in front of him]. Damn! It is even farther… 
[pause 9 sec., moves the card ‘Scandinavian’ further away from his name]. I 
feel I am Nordic… 
The excerpt starts with Andres’s clear choice of ‘Scandinavian’ being an appropriate self-
categorization for him. This choice is initially clear and straight-forward. However, this 
choice becomes problematic, when a new concept, ‘Nordic’, is introduced to his 
meaning field. The contrast between those two concepts is important for Andres and 
creates a disruption in his unfolding sense-making. He needs to position these two 
concepts in meaningful relation to each other. The two notions enter Andres’s sense-
making with a meaning-baggage, but through dialogue become reconstructed in relation 
to each other in the process of meaning-making as it unfolds here-and-now.     
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My later discussions with Andres suggest how his ideas about Scandinavian-ness and 
Nordic-ness, as these are presented here have their roots in his previous life-
experiences. He has resided both in Nordic and in Scandinavian countries and therefore 
experienced these ways of being. While his discussions with me do not reveal his specific 
experiences in those countries, it is clear that these unnamed experiences feed into his 
understanding of what it means to be Nordic and what it means to be Scandinavian – 
two ways of being that in his mind are different. 
The second quotation from Andres, somewhat lengthy, but very telling in the thematic 
context of this article, also comes from the self-description exercise. Among others, the 
task included the card ‘Eastern-European’. In the middle of the self-description exercise 
Andres states:
 A: Eastern-European. That I am not at all [laughs and places the card ‘Eastern-
European’ on the paper far from his name] Here in the end. That’s it!
After discussing other self-descriptions, I return to the question of Eastern European-
ness:
MM: Mmmm. Okay. Eastern-European, before you declared very resolutely that 
this is something you are not. 
A: I do not have any Eastern-European identity. I do not think of Estonia as 
part of Eastern-Europe. I’m troubled when Estonia is treated like the rest 
of Eastern-Europe. I mean all those Slavic countries. I think, well, in reality 
it is, when you think about all those transition society problems and 
phenomena, right. These are the same in all Eastern-European countries 
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for obvious reasons. But I do not think these countries have a common 
identity. In reality I am not able to identify myself with some Czech or 
Polish guy... Well, basically, here in this context, I find myself all the time 
being identified, in terms of, you know... “Oh Eastern-European! I also 
have a relative who is from Ukraine!” Well, fine, so what! Or like: “My 
granny is Lithuanian.” Yeah, well, alright! I say, Lithuania, I’ve never been 
there! I think it is some sort of conscious thing that I have that I think of 
myself as… well I placed this ‘Nordic’ quite close to the centre, to think 
that, well… Perhaps it is not like that and I imagine in Estonia there are 
plenty of those who wouldn’t move a finger if they were considered 
Eastern-Europeans. It is normal, inevitable. But I always find myself being 
at a loss, if I somehow have to identify myself as Eastern-European here... 
“Say something about Eastern-Europe, about other Eastern-European 
countries!” Because I think, I don’t have anything in common with them.
MM: But do you feel that here you are seen as Eastern-European?
A: Yes, absolutely. And it puzzles me and… Not that I disagree very strongly… 
Well I’ve done that couple of times, like: Damn! I know nothing of 
Lithuania! Leave me alone with this Lithuania! But I think sometimes I’ve 
felt the need to express this, but… but what did I want to say? Aah, yes, 
that of course I’ve been put to my place and I’m baffled and in general do 
not deal with this matter. I don’t know what to say about it. Internally 
perhaps I smile ironically, but… yes, that’s it. 
MM: Can you give me an example of a situation where you have felt the need to 
explain. Perhaps that occasion when you said: Leave me alone with this 
Lithuania! A real situation where you have experienced this? 
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A: My supervisor came once saying, oh I’m doing a European survey about 
[names the field]. You don’t happen to know any [names the profession] 
from Lithuania? Then I told him, I’ve never been to Lithuania, I don’t know 
any Lithuanians [laughs].
MM: That it is another country, it is a different language and…
A: Yeah. Yeah. Well, let’s say that sometimes in a pub I’ve felt like explaining 
that Baltic States, that the essential unity is very questionable. It is a 
concept imposed on these countries historically. Baltic States is a concept 
that Imperial Russia used for naming the provinces on the shores of the 
Baltic Sea, the word ‘states’ meaning ‘provinces’. That’s where the concept 
originated and was taken over without any criticism by other countries, 
which is obviously facilitated by the fact that they are of similar size, one 
after another etc. Sometimes I’ve felt the need to explain this [laughs]. 
Essential, essential unity is very problematic. I obviously don’t think that 
Lithuania is, especially Latvia, it is a very cool country, but sometimes I’ve 
felt the need to emphasize this.
It is rather amazing how Andres’s talk echoes the prevailing collective discourse about 
Estonian identity discussed above. As a social scientist Andres seems to be very familiar 
with these collective voices and utilizes these to construct his own argument. Yet, I want 
to leave the content of his ideas aside and look mainly at the form of his unfolding 
discourse.  
His long explanation is addressed to someone. I am obviously one of the addressees, as I 
am actively listening to him. Yet, his talk is not addressed to a fellow Estonian, who 
shares the meaning space with him, but to someone who requires a thorough 
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explanation from an expert. I would suggest that Andres’s argumentation is primarily 
addressed to someone beyond that immediate conversation. Above all he seems to be 
talking to someone who has previously imposed an Eastern-European identity on him – 
an identity that, in his opinion, is mistaken and needs to be corrected. One can see 
traces of previous real-life conversations in Andres’s talk. There is his supervisor with 
whom he is conversing, and there are the discussions in a pub with the unnamed 
audience. It seems that these specific experiences have blended together and formed 
this universalized other to whom Andres now directs his talk. To that unspecified other, 
then, Andres is constructing an image of himself by building up contrasts: as an Estonian 
he is different from Czechs and Poles, as an Estonian he knows nothing of Lithuania, and 
as an Estonian living abroad he is also different from Estonians living in their homeland. 
One self-categorization is defined in relation to another and an image of oneself 
emerges through the dialogue between different perspectives. The above-discussed 
public discourse about Estonian identity is utilized to add weight to his arguments – he is 
not simply presenting his private reflections, but his thoughts have a more solid ground, 
so the mistaken other can do nothing but agree with his explanation. Hence, Andres 
seems to be constructing not only an ethno-cultural image of himself here, but also a 
picture of himself as an intellectual, as someone who is well-read and knows the history 
of one’s homeland. 
The data, then, indicate that Andres constructs his self-image in relation to life-
experiences that show him the possibility of being otherwise. Yet, the two excerpts are 
different. In the first, the rupture (i.e. introduction of the word ‘Nordic’) occurs here-
and-now and we can see on the microgenetic level how new meaning is created in 
relation to that rupturing otherness. In the second excerpt, instead, the rupture has 
occurred before. We can see traces of that rupture and observe, how the otherness that 
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appeared there-and-then has become part of Andres’s personal meaning field, and 
feeds into his sense-making as it unfolds here-and-now and possibly in other future 
situations.    
5.2 Ruth: A non-conformist Eastern-European in Estonia, but intellectual in Britain
The second case I want to discuss here deals with the experiences of a young woman, 
who I will call Ruth. She comes from Tartu, the second largest city in Estonia that is 
famous for its university, from a family of intelligentsia. She came to England to continue 
her studies in the field of humanities. The first excerpt comes from our first interview 
which took place in Tallinn before Ruth’s departure. This dialogue emerged after she 
had completed the self-description exercise: 
MM: So let’s look together how this picture has turned out. Perhaps you want to 
start. 
R: Well, probably I should have added that I am a bit headstrong. I suppose I 
do speak my mind when something annoys me. But then, first this 
ethnicity or whatever it is here. I don’t consider myself to be Nordic, not to 
mention Scandinavian. Yes, I do consider myself Eastern-European. 
Perhaps it is because my mother is a Seto2 and they are considered to be 
Russians more than Estonians, as I’ve even heard. 
MM: What does it mean to you to be Eastern-European? What associations do 
you have with that self-categorization?
R: I don’t know, perhaps some sort of easiness. Some things… Perhaps some 
sort of unconcern about certain things. I am not panicking about following 
certain rules or predetermined career paths [sighs]. I feel like Estonian 
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society and in general Western society is built on this… everything is 
ordained, what position… everything depends… it is important what 
position you have in the society and so on… Unconcern and perhaps some 
sort of disorderliness and laziness, which are perhaps, for example, 
considered to be Russian characteristics. Or something like that. Of course 
I am more reserved than Eastern-Europeans, I imagine, but in general the 
way I do my make-up, the clothes I wear and so on. I think it is more Slavic 
than… When I’ve travelled before people have sometimes blamed me for 
not looking like a European. Like: “You never know how people would look 
at you in Amsterdam”, for example. It doesn’t matter to me really. 
MM: Mmmm. Nordic and Scandinavian. What associations do you have with 
these categories? Why don’t you feel yourself belonging to that group? 
R: Perhaps it associates with something cold and numb. And perhaps it 
associates with Finns and as much as I know Finns, I do not find myself to 
be similar to them. Yes, these days it is more fashionable to consider 
ourselves and Estonia to be part of Nordic countries. But I am not ashamed 
of our Eastern-European heritage or anything. For me, Estonia is Eastern-
Europe and there is nothing yet to do about it.
In this first excerpt Ruth is using the same group-categorizations as Andres to define her 
ethno-cultural self-image. Nonetheless, Ruth’s self-categorization is rather different 
from Andres’s self-image. Both of them seem to be drawing on a similar collective 
meaning space when talking about these group-categories: Eastern-European-ness is 
related to Soviet-Russian background, while Nordic and Scandinavian heritage connect 
Estonia to Western-Europe. Yet, the way these meanings are taken up and related to 
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their own personal being is rather dissimilar. Ruth’s family background ties her to the 
Russian heritage and that seems to be pulling her towards the Eastern-European-ness, 
while pushing her away from the Nordic/Scandinavian connections. She is aware that it 
is not ‘fashionable’ to consider oneself Eastern-European, to acknowledge one’s Russian 
heritage, but does not comply with these prevailing expectations. Her Estonian-ness is 
embedded in lived-through experiences of coming from a Seto family and therefore 
linked to the Russian heritage, differently from Andres whose personal experiences pull 
him towards Nordic identity.
To who is Ruth’s narrative addressed? Once more, in addition to me who I am 
immediately present in the interview situation, Ruth is directing her talk to someone 
beyond our conversation. Her dialoguing partner seems to be the European/Estonian 
other who values ordained life-paths and stresses one’s position in society. This is the 
other in relation to who Ruth is defining herself. This other is pictured as a go-ahead, 
uptight, bourgeois character in comparison to who Ruth’s unconcerned, easy-going and 
lazy Eastern-European seems positive and desirable. Her provokingly dressed Eastern-
European is also more interesting than the cold and numb Finn – another contrast that 
enables Ruth to construct a positive self-image. I would suggest that through these 
voices, that Ruth has evoked and placed in dialogue, she builds a picture of herself as a 
liberal intellectual who goes against the mainstream capitalist achievement society. The 
Eastern-European identity she is claiming enables her, then, to carve out a special place 
for herself among Estonians and especially among Estonian academics.      
As I progressed with the data collection it became increasingly clear that the issue of 
being Eastern-European acquired a somewhat different perspective for Ruth during her 
stay in Britain. Thus, in our second interview I purposefully prompted her to talk about 
her experiences in relation to that group-categorization. 
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MM: How have you felt when you have been considered to be a Polish?
R: I didn’t think anything bad of Poland. I’ve read from the web that people 
here have a bad opinion about Polish. I would never have guessed. For me, 
I thought, Poland is more developed than Estonia, what there is to be 
ashamed of. But yeah, it seems Polish are simple workers here. Typical 
Eastern-Europeans. It doesn’t matter to me.  I’ve even been positively 
surprised, because to be honest, English women are not that pretty 
[laughs] and I’ve heard people saying that Eastern-European women are, 
so if I’m considered to be Eastern-European, I don’t mind.  
Later in the same interview I once again return to the question of Eastern-European 
identity:
MM: Well, if you feel that people here don’t have a very good opinion about 
Eastern-Europeans, have you had any negative experiences with others 
placing you in that group? Where you have felt some sort of glitch? 
R: Sometimes I do feel like... For example, when somebody asks about my 
origins, then they also immediately ask about the work I do here and 
whether I am here to learn English. When we went to Oxford, a man right 
away asked us: “What are you doing here? Are you here to learn English or 
do you work here?”  Then I answered: “No, I study here in English [names 
the field] in the University”. I think I belong to the so-called academic clan 
but people somehow assume that I am just a labourer here. Nobody thinks 
that an Estonian could go to the university or something. Perhaps I need to 
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do that next year: work somewhere in a pub. But still, I don’t want to 
classify myself as part of the gang who earns easy money with simple jobs 
here in England.
In the first of these two excerpts, Ruth distances herself from the negative connotations 
attached to being Polish in contemporary Britain. The idea that Polish are seen as 
labourers is mentioned here, but not connected to her own way of being. Instead a 
positive aspect of being a pretty Eastern-European is presented. In the second excerpt 
however, the issue of Polish labourers returns and becomes personally relevant for 
Ruth. This time this connection creates a tension, a contradiction that Ruth needs to 
deal with. 
It seems that the universalized other to whom Ruth’s narrative is addressed has changed 
in these last two interview extracts. It is not anymore the Estonian other, who is aspiring 
towards capitalist Europe, with who Ruth is dialoguing here. Her lived-through 
experiences in Britain have blended together to create a universalized other of British 
people, who consider her to be Polish. This newly created other is not concerned with 
European-Europeans’ easy-going way of being or their provocative way of dressing. 
Instead, Ruth’s universalized British other sees all Eastern-Europeans as immigrant 
labourers, and that is the categorization she does not want to be imposed on her. Once 
more, Ruth is seeking to create an image of herself as a member of intelligentsia. Yet, 
here she is building up a contrast between herself and immigrant labourers to claim a 
general membership in intelligentsia, differently from the first quotation where she was 
carving out a special, liberal and anti-capitalist niche for her among Estonian academics. 
The excerpts from Ruth’s interviews suggest once again the importance of lived-through 
experiences in opening up alleys of identity construction. Ruth’s attempts to define 
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herself as an Eastern-European intellectual do not arise spontaneously in her self-
reflections, but are triggered by her experience of being seen as a Russian-like woman in 
Estonia and an Eastern-European labourer in Britain. Similarly to Andres’s second 
quotation, Ruth’s contemplations are not emerging here-and-now as a result of a new, 
just-occurred rupturing experience, but rather echo previous identity construction 
episodes. Yet, the unnamed others, who make comments about Ruth’s provoking 
dressing style, or the man in Oxford are present in Ruth’s narratives as traces of such 
lived-through experiences, which have initiated her self-imagining, re-presented in the 
excerpts above. 
6. Rupturing otherness: Implications for theorizing about identity construction 
The data presented in the previous sections offers a colourful illustration of the identity 
struggles, young Estonians face in contemporary British society. Yet, my aim in collecting 
this rich idiographic data has not been illustrative. Nor have I intended to make 
statistical generalizations about Estonians living in the UK based on this data. Instead, 
my usage of multiple-case study approach has been driven by the idea that behind 
individual uniqueness lay universal psychological processes, common to all human 
functioning (Molenaar, 2004). Hence, while being fascinatingly unique, the cases 
presented above enable making theoretical generalizations about the underlying 
psychological processes (Stake, 1995, 2005; Yin, 2003). That is, the data has clear 
implications for theorizing about identity construction. While the presented quotations 
open up many interesting alleys for theoretical explorations, I want to focus here on one 
idea. Namely, I want to utilize the provided empirical evidence to argue, that identity 
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construction does not happen in vacuum, but is triggered by individuals’ lived-through 
experiences. 
The idea of rupturing experience as a trigger for the re-configuration of the self-system 
is not new. This idea is echoed in Vygotsky’s (1978) theorizing: he talks about collisions 
between personal and collective, which open up possibilities for qualitative 
transformations (Yaroshevsky, 1989). More recently, Zittoun (2007a, 2007b, 2006) has 
looked at the importance of rupturing events in people’s life-course. Her work focuses 
mostly on sudden changes in one’s socio-cultural contexts, such as immigrating to a new 
country or becoming a parent, and explores the mechanisms of overcoming these life-
changing events. Engeström (2009) has used the idea of rupture in the context of 
organizational change. He differentiates between ruptures and disturbances in the work 
of professional teams that surface a contradiction or a problem, and therefore pave the 
way for overcoming it through innovation. The idea of rupture is present also in 
Gillespie’s (2006) work about perspective-taking. He has used the notion of ‘renegade 
voice’ to refer to situations where an unexpectedly telling voice in one’s meaning field 
suddenly opens up a new possible perspective. These moments, when a renegade voice 
emerges in someone’s talk can be seen as moments of rupture, that need to be 
overcome to re-establish the disturbed status quo in one’s self-system. 
All these conceptualizations indicate that ruptures trigger the re-configuration of the 
existing meaning field by surfacing an other perspective. They also show that ruptures 
can be very different in their nature. On the one hand, we have the basic socio-
culturalist claim, according to which the tension between collective meaning and 
personal sense is inevitable and becomes resolved through active internalization, where 
collective and personal have become intertwined. This is the kind of disturbance 
Gillespie refers to, evident also in Andres’s attempt to decide whether he is 
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Scandinavian or Nordic. On the other hand, we have major life-events that create a 
break in individuals’ normal flow of functioning and force them to redefine their ways of 
being. These are the life-changing ruptures that Zittoun discusses. A move to Britain can 
be seen as such a rupturing experience in the lives of Andres and Ruth, pushing them to 
redefine their Estonian-ness in the light of the ideas about Eastern-Europe that they 
encounter in this new context. 
When used in the context of identity construction, the notion of rupture, then, surfaces 
the need to understand identity as constructed in relation to a specific lived-through 
experience, in contrast to seeing it as an autogenetic and pre-existing phenomenon in a 
person’s consciousness. The fact that many people have encountered similar life-
experiences, for example having been asked to define themselves in relation to their 
ethno-cultural origins, does not make identity a pregiven phenomenon that is 
embedded in everybody’s mind. By incorporating the idea of rupture into the theory of 
identity, we move away from seeing identities as fixed and pregiven entities, and closer 
to understanding the functioning of these semiotic constructions.  
In theoretical terms, then, rupture triggers identity construction. It is a multifurcation 
point, which opens up certain possible trajectories for the future, while eliminating 
other previously existing ones (Sato et al., 2007). Due to a rupture an other voice 
becomes evident in personal meaning field. This other perspective is demanding, it 
needs to be addressed, it questions our existing way of being and pushes us to position 
ourselves in relation to that otherness. This process of positioning is played out as a 
dialogue between multiple voices within self-system (Hermans, 2001). In order to define 
our being in relation to the other perspective, we may evoke other voices and dialogues 
from other time and space contexts, thus expanding the boundaries of the ongoing 
dialogue temporally and spatially. The person fluctuates between different voices, 
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taking different perspectives and trying out how it feels to see the world from different 
viewpoints. This dialogic engagement can be a relatively fast process of silencing one 
perspective with another, but can also be a lingering discussion to which the person 
returns every now and then, undecided what position to take. Yet it is assumed that the 
personal sense-making will lead to a state, where meaningfulness that existed before 
the questioning voice emerged, becomes re-established. That is, the semiotically 
constructed sense of sameness and continuity allows regulating the ambiguity and inner 
tension, which emerged together with the possibility to be otherwise or with the reality 
of being different.
7. Conclusions
An alternative model of identity construction was offered in this article. The focal point 
of this alternative conceptualization is the idea that identity is an idiosyncratic semiotic 
construction, which creation is triggered by a rupturing life-experience. This aspect of 
identity construction seems to be overlooked in most identity theories and can thus be 
seen as a useful complementary idea across theoretical frameworks.
Understanding how one’s identity is constructed, maintained, and altered can have 
importance for many practical contexts (e.g. solving inter-cultural conflicts, supporting 
mature students who return to studies after years in the world of work). The idea of 
rupturing experiences as triggers of identity construction can be useful in those contexts 
to design prevention and intervention practices by offering individuals experiences that 
can be used as positive ruptures that enable them to make sense of their previous 
negative experiences and overcome these by constructing a more enabling personal 
identity. 
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What about Estonians in contemporary Britain? Although the aim here was not to make 
generalizations about Estonian population in the UK, some interesting themes were 
highlighted by the data. While the existing literature about Estonian identity deals 
extensively with positioning Estonians in relation to the East-West dichotomy, the 
question of Eastern-European identity which seems to be imposed on Estonians in 
contemporary Britain, but perhaps also in post-Cold War Europe in general, is not well 
presented in the existing literature. The struggles of Estonians, who are used to see 
themselves as part of (‘new’) Europe, but are pulled back by others, who perceive them 
as Eastern-Europeans, may thus be a fruitful topic for future research.
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Notes
1 Here reference is made to the famous slogan used by Gustav Suits (1883-1956): 
„Let us be Estonians, but let us become Europeans!“. Suits was a leading figure 
of Noor Eesti (Young Estonia), a literary movement group that played an 
important role in forming Estonian national consciousness in the years leading to 
the WWI.
2 Setos are an indigenous ethnic and linguistic minority in south-eastern Estonia 
and north-western Russia.
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